








































Cherubim	 are	 angelic	 beings	 about	 whom	 the	 Holy	 Scripture	 and	 in	
particular	 the	Old	Testament	offers	us	 the	most	details	with	 respect	 to	 their	






















Even	 though	 we	 have	 enough	 Scriptural	 details	 to	 reconstruct	 the	
iconic	morphology	of	 these	celestial	beings,	the	representation	of	 the	cherubim	
has	been	a	great	challenge	 for	 icon	painters.	This	 is	due,	 in	particular,	 to	 the	
information	prophet	Ezekiel	provides	with	respect	to	their	appearance	in	the	
inaugural	vision,	where	God’s	glory	is	described.	The	artistic	representation	of	
the	cherubim	 in	 this	writing	has	 led	 to	 the	so‐called	Tetramorph,	portraying	
four	faces	united	in	a	single	body.	Taken	separately,	these	four	faces	have	been	
associated	 in	 iconography	 with	 the	 evangelists,	 given	 the	 patristic	 exegesis	
which	 correlated	 their	 image	with	 the	 four	 faces	 of	 the	 beings	 described	 by	
Ezekiel.	Although	the	cherubim	are	linked	with	three	animals	(the	lion,	the	bull	
and	 the	 eagle),	 their	 appearance	 is	 anthropomorphous1	 or	 at	 least	 partially	
humanoid	(Ez	1:5‐14)2.	They	have	several	pairs	of	wings	and	a	multitude	of	eyes	
on	 their	 body.	 And,	 to	 deepen	 even	more	 the	mystery	 of	 their	morphology,	
they	 are	 associated	 with	 winged	 wheels	 of	 fire	 that	 move	 in	 line	 with	 the	
cherubim’s	body.	
We	have	provided	these	Scriptural	details	 in	order	to	understand	the	
reason	why	 the	artistic	 representation	of	 the	cherubim	has	been	challenging	
for	icon	painters.	The	lack	of	a	unitary	Scriptural	discourse	with	respect	to	their	




1	 Ioan	Chirilă,	Fragmentarium	exegetic	 filonian	 [Veinal	 exegetic	 collection	of	 fragments]	 (Cluj‐
Napoca:	Limes,	2002),	104.	












to	 ascertain	 their	 faithfulness	 to	 these	 sources.	 We	 shall	 focus	 solely	 on	
Byzantine	morphologies	 in	order	 to	 restrict	 even	more	 the	 area	of	 research.	
Since	the	present	study	aims	at	an	introductory	approach,	of	a	general	nature,	
we	 shall	 not	 analyse	 the	 specificity	 of	 distinctive	 representations	 in	 various	
churches,	 like	 Andela	 Gavrilovic	 did4.	 Consequently,	 we	 shall	 not	 resort	 to	
recent	Western	specialised	research	except	for	cases	of	reconstruction	of	the	
Old	Testament	religious	context5.	The	working	method	used	for	the	analysis	of	
Scriptural	 texts	 is	 specific	 to	 the	 Christian	 East,	 but	 we	 shall	 also	 resort	 to	

























26‐38;	 Raanan	 Eichler,	 “When	 God	 Abandoned	 the	 Garden	 of	 Eden:	 A	 Forgotten	 Reading	 of	
Genesis	3:24”,	Vetus	Testamentum	65	(2015):	20‐32;	Lydia	Lee,	“‘You	Were	the	(Divine)	Cherub’:	





















us	 reconstruct	 the	 morphology	 of	 the	 cherubim.	 The	 fact	 that	 they	 swirled	
flaming	swords	makes	us	believe	they	had	arms.	Likewise,	the	swirling	 flaming10	









at	 the	 tabernacle.	Moses	 received	 from	God	 the	 command	of	making	 artistic	
representations	cherubim’s	faces	on	the	Ark	of	the	Covenant,	on	the	veil	and	
on	the	curtains	that	covered	the	tabernacle	(Ex	26:1‐31).	On	this	occasion,	we	
are	 provided	 with	 a	 few	 details	 regarding	 the	 appearance	 of	 the	 cherubim	
(Exodus	25:18‐22;	acc.	37:7‐9).	We	notice	that	the	cherubim	have	wings	and	






































(Sukkah	 5b).	 Considering	 that	 the	 face	 of	 the	 cherubim	 is	 represented	 in	

















O'Connor,	 “bWrK.	 (kerub)”,	 in	 Johannes	 Botterweck,	 Helmer	 Ringgren	 and	 Heinz‐Josef	 Fabry	
(eds.),	 Theological	 Dictionary	 of	 the	 Old	 Testament,	 vol.	 7,	 trans.	 by	 David	 Green	 (Grand	
Rapids:	 Eerdmans	Publishing	Company,	 1995),	 308;	M.	Kmosko,	 “Kerub	und	Kurib”,	BZ	 11	






18	 Louis	 I.	 Rabinowitz,	 “Cherub	 in	 the	 Aggadah”,	 in	 Fred	 Skolnik	 et	 al.	 (eds.),	 Encyclopaedia	
judaica,	vol.	4	(Farmington	Hills:	Keter	Publishing	House,	2007),	601.	







their	 shape,	but	we	are	 told	 that	 the	 cherubim	were	engraved	 together	with	
lions	and	bulls.	This	association	will	ease	the	understanding	of	Ezekiel’s	inaugural	
vision.	








of	 representation	was	 the	one	recommended	by	 the	prophet	with	respect	 to	





up	 the	 Scriptural	 texts	 in	which	 the	 cherubim	 appear	 in	 the	 Old	 Testament,	 by	
specifying	 that	 in	one	of	 the	visions,	where	 the	prophet	describes	 the	 cherubim	
once	again,	he	draws	our	attention	to	the	fact	that,	under	their	wings,	the	cherubim	
had	“what	looked	like	human	hands”	(Ez	10:8).	
Before	describing	 the	way	 in	which	 the	prophet	Ezekiel	portrays	 the	
cherubim	in	his	inaugural	vision,	we	call	attention	to	the	fact	that	these	heavenly	


























Before	moving	 forward,	we	 point	 out	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 this	 text	made	
some	icon	painters	believe	that	the	Tetramorph	was	a	species	of	the	seraphim.	
The	arguments	on	which	they	could	found	their	opinion	are	the	following:	the	
seraphic	 chant	 and	 the	 number	 of	 wings.	 The	 former	 is	 meant	 to	 link	 he	
apocalyptic	 text	 to	 Isaiah’s	vision,	who	mentions	 that	 the	seraphim,	standing	





does	 not	 automatically	 mean	 they	 were	 not	 present.	 Considering	 that	 the	
thrones	were	there	(Is	6:1),	where	could	the	other	group	of	angels	of	the	first	
triad	have	been?	Given	that	they	now	chant	the	same	hymn,	we	believe	they	
were	 also	 present	 then,	 even	 if	 the	 prophet’s	 attention	 was	 directed	 only	
towards	the	seraphim.	We	also	think	that,	although	they	are	not	mentioned	in	
Ezekiel’s	 vision,	 the	 seraphim	were	 present	when	God’s	 glory	was	 revealed.	




up	 (opinion	shared	also	by	 the	patriarch	Miron24)	 is	 that	 the	cherubim	 from	
Ezekiel’s	vision	and	those	mentioned	in	the	sanctuary	(here,	we	have	in	mind	
those	 from	 the	Ark	of	 the	Covenant,	 the	 two	 standing	 in	 the	Holy	of	Hollies,	
facing	the	people,	those	woven	on	the	veil	or	on	the	curtains	and	those	carved	
on	the	golden	acacia	walls)	had	only	two	pairs	of	wings.	The	ones	referred	to	




23	 For	 details	 on	 Ezekiel’s	 vision,	 we	 recommend	 the	 subchapter	 dedicated	 to	 this	 event	 in	
Wood,	Of	Wings	and	Wheels,	95‐138.	
24	 “They	are	still	portrayed	with	six	wings,	with	a	halo	around	their	head,	with	 the	 face	of	an	
angel	and	holding	the	Gospel	at	 their	chest	with	both	arms.	 In	the	middle	of	 the	two	wings	
above	their	head,	there	is	an	eagle;	on	the	pair	of	wings	from	the	right	side,	they	have	a	lion	
and,	on	that	from	the	left	side,	they	have	oxen,	a	bull.	[They]	look	upwards.”	Elie	Miron	Cristea,	















only	noticeable	differences	 are	 the	 following:	 here,	 the	prophet	 replaces	 the	
face	of	a	bull	with	that	of	a	cherub	(v.	14)	and,	now,	the	face	that	takes	precedence	
is	that	of	the	cherub,	not	that	of	the	man.	Consequently,	some	exegetes	considered	
that	the	cherub	must	have	the	 face	of	a	bull.	Let	us	not	 forget,	however,	 that	
man’s	face	is	first	among	the	others,	a	fact	received	as	such	in	iconography26.	
The	Targum	retains	 this	 identification	and	mentions	 in	 the	 first	chapter	 that	
Ezekiel	makes	 reference	 to	 the	 cherubim.	 This	 would	 also	 be	 confirmed	 by	
Sirach,	who	stated	that:	“Ezekiel	saw	the	vision	of	glory,	which	was	revealed	to	








Patriarch	Miron	provides	 icon	painters	with	a	 few	ways	 in	which	 the	
cherubim	 can	 be	 represented	 on	 the	walls	 of	 churches,	 but	 also	 in	 icons:	 a.	
bodiless,	two‐winged	angels,	wearing	a	diadem	and	having	a	halo	around	their	
head;	 b.	 angels	 with	 four	 wings,	 on	 which	 there	 are	 many	 eyes.	 If	 three	
cherubim	are	to	be	painted,	the	ones	on	the	sides	follow	the	former	model	and	



















under	 the	 form	 of	 a	 child’s	 head	 with	 wings28.The	 same	 description	 is	 also	
mentioned	 by	 patriarch	 Miron	 Cristea	 in	 his	 iconographic	 guide29.	 In	 the	






respect	 to	 the	 association	 between	 the	 evangelists	 and	 these	 animals.	 The	
source	 of	 inspiration	 for	 this	 iconographic	 model	 is	 the	 Holy	 Scripture,	 in	
particular	Ezekiel’s	inaugural	vision.	The	four	faces	were	seen	by	the	prophet	
at	 the	 river	 Chebar,	 in	 Babylon,	 when	 he	 looked	 at	 the	 brightness	 of	 God’s	
glory:	“And	[the	symbols	of	the	evangelists	for,	emphasis	added]	the	four	faces	
[all	 together,	 in	one	appearance,	emphasis	added],	are	painted	with	a	crown	
around	 their	 head,	 like	 this	 having	 the	 face	 of	 the	 angel	with	 six	wings	 and	
holding	the	Gospel	with	both	hands	in	front	of	the	chest,	with	an	eagle	in	the	
middle	of	 the	two	wings,	above	the	head;	and	a	 lion	 in	the	right	wing	on	the	
side;	and	an	ox	in	the	left	hand,	looking	upwards,	having	Gospels	at	their	feet.	
This	is	how	prophet	Ezekiel	saw	it	all.”31	
If	we	read	 the	 text	of	Ezekiel’s	vision,	we	will	easily	observe	 that	 the	
Gospels	 held	 by	 each	 being	 are	 missing	 from	 the	 image	 described	 above.	
Therefore,	we	notice	that	Dyonisius	does	not	describe	the	face	of	that	angelic	
being	 that	 had	 four	 faces,	 but	 an	 iconic	 structure	 called	 Tetramorph,	 also		
	
																																																													



























these	 images,	 in	 order	 to	 justify	 their	 presence	 next	 to	 the	 four	 Apostles:	
“Interpretation:	The	one	resembling	man	pictures	 the	embodiment	 [and	 Christ’s	
human	nature,	translator’s	emphasis].	The	one	resembling	a	lion	pictures	[Christ’s,	
translators’	emphasis]	royal	work	[and	power,	translator’s	emphasis].	The	one	







relate	 to	 the	manner	 in	which	the	Church	Fathers	 fathom	the	mystery	of	 the	
cherubim’s	appearance.	
In	his	hermeneia,	patriarch	Miron	Cristea	mentions	 the	fact	 that	 the	 four	
beings	assigned	with	an	obvious	symbolic	meaning	are	represented	together	
for	 the	 first	 time	 in	 a	 mosaic	 from	 the	 12th	 century	 in	 the	 Church	 of	 Saint	
Pudenziana.	They	are	not	placed	next	to	the	evangelists,	but	on	each	side	of	a	







with	 the	 evangelists.	 Saint	 Gregory	 the	 Great,	Omilii	 la	 Profetul	 Iezechiel	 [Homilies	 on	 the	
Book	of	the	Prophet	Ezekiel],	trans.	by	Elena	Sima	and	Ileana	Ingrid	Bauer	(Iași:	Doxologia,	
2014),	 70‐3,	 95.	 Saint	Nicholas	 Cabasilas	 embraces	 this	 idea,	 claiming	 that	 “the	 four	 living	
creatures	(Ez	1:5)	are	heralds	of	the	Economy,	(the	apostles)	who	travelled	the	entire	world	
preaching	Christ	as	a	man	–	which	is	shown	through	the	face	of	the	man	–,	as	originating	from	
a	kingly	 ancestry	 –	which	 is	 shown	 through	 the	 face	of	 the	 lion	–	 and	as	 a	heavenly,	not	 earthly	
emperor	–	which	is	suggested	through	the	face	of	the	eagle	–,	who	purifies	men	with	His	Blood	–	
whose	 prefiguration	 was	 the	 face	 of	 the	 ox	 (acc.	 to	 Ez	 1:10)”.	 Saint	 Nicholas	 Cabasilas,	
Cuvântări	teologice:	la	Iezechiel	—	Hristos	—	Fecioara	Maria.	Scrieri	I	[Theological	Discourses:	
on	Ezekiel	—	Christ	—	Virgin	Mary],	trans.	by.	Ioan	Ică	jr.	(Sibiu:	Deisis,	2010),	56.	This	idea	is	taken	








mysterious	 animals	 stand	 before	 God’s	 throne.	 Each	 has	 a	 different	 shape,	
with	the	whole	body	covered	with	eyes	and	with	many	wings.”34	
Unlike	 Dyonisius,	 who	 only	mentions	 the	meaning	 of	 these	 symbols,	
patriarch	Miron	offers	an	argument	for	the	association	of	the	four	beings	with	
the	Evangelists,	 each	 creature	being	 correlated	with	a	 certain	Evangelist.	He	
claims	 that	man	 is	 the	symbol	of	 the	Evangelist	Matthew	because	his	Gospel	
starts	with	 the	genealogy	of	 the	Saviour,	which	emphasises	God’s	human	nature	




numerous	 miracles	 related.	 The	 ox	 is	 correlated	 with	 the	 Gospel	 of	 Luke	
because	he	insists	on	the	sacerdotal	dimension	of	the	Saviour,	who	offers	Himself	
as	a	redeeming	sacrifice.	In	this	sense,	the	reference	to	priest	Zachary	and	to	
rituals	 from	the	Temple	 is	not	accidental.	And,	 last	but	not	 least,	 the	eagle	 is	
associated	with	John	because	he	wanted	to	emphasise	Jesus	Christ’s	Godhead	
through	 arguments	 that	 raise	 “our	 mind	 in	 the	 higher	 spheres	 of	 Christian	
dogma”35.	Nonetheless,	it	is	necessary	to	specify	that	the	aforementioned	correlations	
have	 been	 established	 in	 time.	 There	 are	 iconographic	 representations	 in	
which,	 for	 example,	 Mark	 is	 linked	with	 a	 lion	 and	 John	with	 an	 eagle36.	 In	
others,	 the	 eagle	 or	 the	 lion	 is	 correlated	with	Matthew37.	 These	 differences	 are	
insignificant	 for	 the	 present	 approach.	What	 is	 relevant	 is	 that	 the	 four	 beings	
mentioned	by	Ezekiel	 have	been	 accepted	by	 the	Tradition	of	 the	Church	 as	
symbols	of	the	Evangelists.	The	fact	that	in	some	representations	the	eagle	or	
any	of	 these	beings	 is	associated	with	the	Evangelist	 John	or	Matthew	is	 less	
meaningful.	The	idea	itself	is	the	most	important	one,	not	a	specific	correlation	










36	 See	 details	 in	 the	Tetraevangelions	 of	 Vatopedi	 and	 of	 the	Dochiariou	Monastery	 from	 the	
Holy	Mountain.Cristea,	Iconografia	[Iconography],	111.	









one	 of	 the	 previous	 studies38,	 in	which	we	 presented	 how	 the	 group	 of	 the	
seraphim	is	represented	in	icons,	we	explained	the	reasons	why	the	Tetramorph	is	







Tetramorphs...	 are	 portrayed	with	 six	wings,	with	 a	 halo	 around	 their	 head,	
with	the	face	of	an	angel	and	holding	the	Gospel	at	their	chest	with	both	arms.	
In	the	middle	of	the	two	wings	above	their	head,	there	is	an	eagle;	on	the	pair	
of	wings	 from	the	right	 side,	 they	have	a	 lion	 and,	on	 that	 from	the	 left	 side,	
they	have	an	ox,	a	bull.	They	 look	upwards.	This	 is	how	prophet	Ezekiel	saw	
them:	 Their	 faces	 looked	 like	 this:	 Each	 of	 the	 four	 had	 the	 face	 of	 a	 human	
being,	and	on	the	right	side	each	had	the	face	of	a	lion,	and	on	the	left	the	face	of	
an	ox;	each	also	had	the	face	of	an	eagle	(1:10)”39.	





the	 Gospel	 of	 Christ,	 this	 is	 still	 one	 of	 them:	 “The	 Tetramorph	 is	 thus	 the	













realizării	 acestei	morfologii	 iconice	 și	 a	mesajului	 ei	 teologic.”	 [The	 iconic	 represenation	of	
the	seraphim	–	biblical	and	patristic	reference	points	on	which	this	iconic	morphology	and	its	









or	 Mesopotamian	 area.	 Even	 if	 the	 Tetramorph,	 as	 an	 iconographic	 model,	
appeared	and	developed	in	the	East,	in	the	Greek	world,	it	was	also	assumed	in	
the	West,	especially	during	the	Middle	Ages,	as	it	very	much	aroused	the	interest	of	





specific	 to	Westerners,	 kept	 in	 a	manuscript	 called	Hortus	deliciarum,	which	
was	made	by	the	nun	Herrad	de	Landsberg	between	1167‐1185	and	which	is	
now	part	 of	 the	 collection	 of	 the	 library	 of	 Strasbourg.	 The	 image	 of	animal	
ecclesiae,	 which	 symbolises	 and,	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 personifies	 Christian	
religion,	 combines	 the	 four	 symbols	 in	 one	 figure:	 “It	 has	 four	 legs	 and	 four	
heads.	The	trunk	of	the	body	is	that	of	a	horse.	The	heads	are	the	ones	assigned	





representation	 is	 justified,	 with	 man	 –	 as	 a	 special	 being	 –	 put	 in	 the	 first,	
honorary	place,	the	soaring	eagle	second.	Now,	the	lion	should	follow	and,	at	
the	end,	the	bull,	the	simplest.	We	find	these	symbols	in	this	order	many	times;	
even	 in	 the	 aforementioned	manuscript	 (at	 the	 Crucifixion),	 surely	made	 under	
Byzantine	 influence”41.	The	only	notable	difference	of	 this	 iconic	 structure	 is	
the	fact	that,	in	the	Christian	East,	the	body	of	the	Tetramorph	is	that	of	a	man	













42	 Stelian	 Pașca‐Tușa,	 “Implicațiile	 teologice	 ale	 reprezentărilor	 heruvimilor	 în	 sanctuarul	
biblic”	[Theological	 implications	of	the	cherubim’s	representations	 in	the	biblical	sanctury],	









them,	 invisible,	 a	 fact	 perceived	 in	 the	other	 categories	 of	writings	 from	 the	
Old	Testament	 (1	Kg	4:4;	 2	Kg	6:3;	 2	Kg	22:11;	 4	Kg	19:15;	 Ps	 17:12;	 79:2;	
98:1;	 Is	 37:16;	 3	 Tin	 1:3143).	 The	 fact	 that	God	 revealed	Himself	 in	 the	 holy	
tabernacle	/	temple	above	the	Ark	of	the	Covenant	that	was	under	the	shadow	






The	approach	of	 iconic	morphologies	 from	an	exegetic	perspective	 is	
necessary	when	these	iconographic	structures	are	inspired	from	the	Holy	Scripture.	
In	other	words,	it	is	appropriate	to	study	first	whether	the	way	in	which	icon	











inattention	 or	 out	 of	 ignorance,	 in	 specialised	 literature.	We	 are	 aware	 that,	
besides	the	Holy	Scripture,	 iconography	also	has	other	sources	of	 inspiration	
that	are	important	when	conveying	a	theological	message.	
We	 believe	 that,	 through	 the	 present	 research,	 we	 have	 opened	 the	
door	towards	a	more	in	depth	study	of	the	iconic	morphology	of	the	cherubim.	
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